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Introduction 

You’re beating budget. You’re on schedule. You’ve been complimented on your outstanding work. You’ve done everything your boss has asked, and more. Life is good, except for the fact that you’ve got insomnia. Sweaty palms. A knot in your stomach. It’s all because you’re worried about having a conversation with your boss about upgrading your title and salary.

How is it that we human beings struggle so much with talking about what’s important to us? On the one hand, it’s hard to believe that there are so many competent, articulate, well-educated, intelligent, creative, talented people working in the world who fear conversation more than almost any other situation. On the other hand, it’s not difficult to imagine at all. From entry-level workers to front-line managers to CEOs, I have worked with people at all levels of organizations to help them develop the skills to have successful conversations about challenging topics. The truth is that even veteran managers and senior leaders struggle with discussing issues such as complaints, performance issues, and other workplace woes. If they have problems, it’s normal that you would feel intimidated also.

Do you know how to break difficult news to the boss, ask for a raise, a bonus, or a break? Do you know how to find out how you’re really doing and ferret out the unwritten rules of your workplace? Do you wish you had a career coach and a script to use as a model to start a tough conversation?

Disagreeing with your boss isn’t inherently stressful. You can root for rival baseball teams and even make a friendly little bet on the outcome. You can disagree about whether a high-protein diet or just controlling food portions is a better way to manage your weight. But when there’s something at stake, watch out. When the topic is whether you get a promotion, the opportunity to lead a project, or time off to care for an ailing parent, there are tangible outcomes riding on the dialogue. If your manager’s perspective doesn’t align with your own, it can hinder your ability to carry on an intelligent, calm conversation.

Given our opposable thumbs, ingenuity, and capacity for emotion, the human response to stress seems less impressive than one might expect. What’s up with that? After millions of years of evolution, it’s a little disappointing that we still experience a primitive “fight or flight” response to duress. But it’s there and it’s hard-wired into the human brain. Under stress, the body goes into high gear in a hurry. Your heart rate goes up, your pupils dilate, your system is flooded with adrenaline and cortisol, and blood moves away from the digestive tract to your muscles and limbs so you are ready to flee or fight. No wonder it’s so hard to communicate when you feel stressed. Your body is poised for action, not dialogue.

What’s in It for You?

Your stress is about to go way down. We Need to Talk: Tough Conversations with Your Boss is like having a support team on call 24/7. This book is a step-by-step guide through the most common difficult conversations that employees inevitably need to have with their bosses. Based on thousands of consultations, negotiations, and speaking engagements, the best-practice advice here will give you the words and tools you need to navigate workplace conundrums with grace and success.

As president and CEO of Workplaces That Work, I speak several times a month throughout the United States to groups of 20 to 2,000. These groups span the spectrum of hourly employees to executives. I’ve spoken to truckers and travel editors, factory workers and farmers, attorneys and astronauts. They all share common dilemmas: what to say at work when they don’t know what to say. 

I spent several years as an employment attorney before becoming a consultant. I’ve litigated cases and continue to advise clients through my consulting practice about how laws impact everyday workplace interactions and conversations. If you follow the advice and rules outlined in this book, you’ll learn how to know when to talk and when to stay silent. You’ll be equipped with great opening lines and “tee-ups” to a conversation; you’ll be able to recognize when to cut your losses and leave the room, when to speak up, and when to be silent. You’ll also learn the art of breaking down difficult conversations into bite-sized pieces so you don’t swallow the thing whole, but manage it in small bites.

A Disclaimer, Since I’m an Attorney 

If you have an HR (human resources) department or director in your organization, it’s always a good idea to try to seek their advice or counsel. If you use this book before you talk with them, it will give you a general idea of what to say—and perhaps more important, what not to say—but it can’t give you the specifics on your organization’s policies and culture, which can be critical. Don’t overlook these important nuances. Your HR department wants you to have a successful relationship with your boss and you can often benefit from spending time with an HR professional before you talk with your boss.

Of course, there remain certain circumstances where you’ll need to consult an attorney, regardless of the tools in this book. This book is not meant to be legal advice: that can only be gained through a consultation with your own attorney and by developing an attorney-client relationship. The information here is offered for educational purposes only. What this book may do, however, is help you decide when you need to consult an attorney and when you can go it alone. This book is not a substitute for competent legal advice.





	Boss 
 Communication Don’ts
	Boss 
 Communication Dos



	Avoid conflict.
	Embrace conflict as a 
 call to change.



	Take your boss’s 
 behavior personally. 
	Depersonalize your 
 boss’s behavior.



	Rely on outdated 
 skills or instinct.
	Learn conflict and 
 communication skills.






[image: 9781598698817_0020_001]

Chapter 1 

How to Find Out about the 
Realities of Your Job 

JOEL SAMPSON LEANED back in his chair and closed his eyes, but the job specifications swam in his head anyway. On the one hand, there was that list of goals in his job description that included specific objectives he was supposed to accomplish in order to get an outstanding rating on his annual performance review. On the other hand, his boss seemed to have priorities that did not really line up with the detailed list of objectives outlined in the written job description.

It was clear that he needed to talk to Kyle, his boss, but that was nearly impossible. Kyle was a platinum-level frequent flyer, jumping on and off planes around the globe, meeting with clients and making deals. When he was in the office, it seemed that there was a perpetual line of people waiting for him outside his office door. Even if he could find a free spot on Kyle’s calendar, Joel had absolutely, positively no idea what to say!

Managing Up 

Your boss is not the only person with management responsibilities. You have them, too. It’s true, even if you do not have a single staffer reporting to you, your success is tied to how well you manage your boss. This idea, called managing up, is a proactive approach to working with your boss to achieve the best outcomes. Translation: you win, your boss wins, and your organization wins. Managing up is really the only viable long-term strategy for a successful relationship with your boss. Hating your boss gets you nowhere fast. Kissing up only gets you somewhere for a limited time. Managing up will yield sustained good things for you and your boss.

Regardless of your job description, managing your boss is actually one of your primary responsibilities because your relationship with your boss is invaluable to both of you. You are mutually dependent on each other. Your boss provides direction, feedback, resources, and support (or not, if you have an incompetent boss).

Your boss also depends upon you. Your boss looks to you to produce great work, solve problems, find inventive solutions, collaborate with others, and contribute to achieving organizational goals.

If you do not engage with your boss regularly, you won’t be in a position to get what the boss has to give.

Get to Know Your Bosses 

First things first. In most organizations, you have more than one boss. Often there is a single boss who is in charge of your performance appraisal, but that person usually relies on feedback from other leaders to give you an accurate appraisal. It is likely that you will find yourself working on a variety of projects, led by different people who all play a role in how you move up the ladder. Moreover, you may have to have a challenging conversation with a project leader, who may or may not be your direct manager, and you will need to navigate that relationship with as much skill as you communicate with your main boss.

Regardless of how many bosses you really have, you don’t have a lot of time and neither do those bosses. So, invest some time upfront to get to know them. You need to understand what makes them tick, what they want, what their strengths and weaknesses are, what pressures they feel, and what their career goals and aspirations are. If you can discover those, you can find out how to support them in their mission. This will help keep you from spinning your wheels and guessing what they want. Exploring these topics will allow you to think about your bosses in a much more dynamic and multidimensional way. You will find commonalities and connections you did not know you shared, and this will enable you to interact more productively and enhance your relationship. For instance, you may discover that the reason one of your bosses never seems to get back to you in a timely manner is that he absolutely prioritizes answering voice mails over e-mails. All those comprehensive e-mails you have been sending regarding important projects are sitting in his in box, idling away because he can never seem to get to e-mail the way he zips through voice mail. If you start calling him, you will get better results. Remember, the goal isn’t communicating in the manner you prefer; the goal is getting your ideas heard and your questions answered.

The Really Important Stuff 

Managing up takes a high degree of emotional intelligence and patience. You need to prioritize this over your job description, the department’s goals and objectives, and your organization’s vision, which are important, but irrelevant to this discussion. Your job description becomes quite simple once you understand your bosses’ priorities and goals. The bottom line is that you have to understand what it is that your bosses want for themselves. Even if your boss is incompetent, it is still important. If you’re lucky, you will only have one or two incompetent bosses to contend with, but believe me, you are better served to have them be grateful and incompetent than agitated and incompetent.

Say, for example, you know that your direct boss wants to be the next vice president of development. You need to know what she needs to accomplish that goal. You need to understand what lies between her current spot and that vice-presidential office. That gap is laden with opportunity for you! If you understand what the missing pieces are and can become a valuable ally in completing the puzzle, you’re well on your way to increasing the value of your own stock.

Know your bosses’ idiosyncrasies. If your supervisor values punctuality, beat expectations by showing up early. If your boss places a premium on structure, make sure you send a detailed agenda ahead of meetings. This is not rocket science; in fact, a good deal of it is common sense and effort.

How to Get the Lowdown 

There are ways to get any information handily. There is, of course, the time-honored method of asking the office know-it-all. Every office has a person who seems to have the inside scoop on everything. It could be a long-time employee at a low-level job in the mailroom. It might be an administrative assistant or a midlevel employee who seems to befriend everyone. It may not be the person in your group with the most power, but the person bursting with the most information. You might get some inside information by simply asking. Usually those people love to answer such questions because they relish being in the know. Try asking. You never know unless you ask. It is also a good place to practice your communication skills, as there is really nothing at stake.
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Try this little exercise as a litmus test for how well you know your boss. Take a piece of paper and make three columns with these headings: values, fears, and needs help. Now, think about your boss and see if you can come up with ten things your boss values, ten fears your boss has, and ten items with which you could help your boss. If you struggle to come up with three or four, you have work to do!

A much more efficacious choice would be to go straight to the source: your boss. Ask your boss to go to lunch, have coffee, or meet for a drink after work. As a rule, bosses respond very favorably to such requests. They like the initiative it shows and the opportunity to connect with their staff. Do not sit around waiting for your phone to ring, expecting your boss to call you and invite you for coffee. If you are feeling overworked, so is your boss. Your boss has more worries, deadlines, and responsibilities than you do. Does it mean you should refrain from asking, since your boss is so busy? Absolutely not! It simply means that your boss is likely to be preoccupied with a myriad of other things. That said, your boss is very likely to welcome your outreach.

Remember, the objective of a more casual get-together with your boss isn’t to accomplish a litany of items on your own to-do list. It’s to get to know your boss. Find out a bit about her professional journey, how she got where she is, what she loves about her current job, where she sees herself in a few years, and what does she do to refuel and re-energize herself for the demands of the job. All these topics will give you insight into your boss’s personal aspirations and priorities. Understanding your boss is one of the best investments you can make in your own career.

If you are more introverted and the idea of having lunch is intimidating, start with a simple cup of coffee. It’s more informal and takes less time. If your boss is the opposite gender and you’re concerned about appearances, invite a colleague to join you. Regardless of whether it is coffee or lunch, or even a drink after work, end the experience by thanking your boss for the time and indicate that you would like to get together regularly so you can stay connected. Your boss is likely to be receptive and will be grateful for your foresight. Many bosses routinely tell me that it is refreshing and appreciated when employees suggest informal gatherings; regardless of how busy they are, they want to make room in their schedules because they also find them valuable.

Ask and You Shall Receive 

Managing up is not always easy, but it is always worthwhile. In addition to getting to know your bosses, you need other information so you can do your best work and reap the rewards of your blood, sweat, and tears. You know the old adage—never assume anything. Never is that more relevant than with bosses and kids, and sometimes it’s hard to distinguish between them! Do not, for a second, presume that you know your boss’s expectations. When you were hired, your boss may have given you some guidelines around expectations, but that was then and this is now. Sweeping generalizations about the need to perform at a high level and be held accountable for outcomes doesn’t give you enough information to perform well or achieve outcomes.

You need clarity, and the only way to get that is to ask for it directly. You are not supposed to magically discern this yourself by osmosis. If you think just hanging out and observing is going to give you the Holy Grail, you are wrong. Only your boss can give you the map to the treasure. Do not hesitate for a minute. Do not think that your boss will think you’re incompetent if you ask. In fact, your boss will begin doubting you if you don’t ask! Take the lead. Initiate dialogue with your boss to clearly outline deliverables. You need to know precisely what the objectives are and then reconfirm them in writing. Having a written record of the agreement regarding objectives and priorities helps keep both of you focused and on track. It will also help you if things change, and it is entirely possible that there will be a 180-degree turn on some goal or priority. It happens all the time.

In a global economy, the markets shift instantly, a major opportunity could appear out of nowhere, or a hot prospect could disappear in an instant. You cannot blame your boss. You have to be light on your feet, keep your finger on the pulse of the industry, and stay in touch with your boss. The more proactive you are in communicating, the better the result. Dash off a quick phone call or e-mail to your boss, thanking him for new information or input, and be positive about embracing the change. Even the most jaded bosses appreciate enthusiasm.

If the new information creates a significant problem, tackle it directly. Suppose a new product launch is pushed forward so your company can be first to market. It is up to you to have a frank dialogue about what compromises might need to be made in order to launch early. Maybe quality will suffer. Maybe the project will be over budget because overtime is required to meet the new deadline. You need to help your bosses adjust their expectations in situations like these. It is always beneficial to spell out any tradeoffs that have to be made when there’s a change in course; you want your bosses to know what the stakes are so they can make an informed choice.

Why Bosses Don’t Spell It Out 

If you were a mind reader, your job would be infinitely easier. Absent that, it would be great if bosses simply made their goals and objectives clear. Why don’t they? There are many reasons.

Time Crunch 

The number one reason bosses do not do so is that most would need to clone themselves to be everywhere they are supposed to be and do everything they’re supposed to get done. The demands on them are enormous. Smartphones and wireless technology have only amplified the problem, not cured it. Bosses are chronically bombarded in an electronic paper chase. Most senior executives get over a hundred e-mails per day. Add to that double-booked meetings and a plethora of phone calls, and there is no time to do any work. Breathing barely fits into their schedules! With that kind of pressure, it’s a rare gem of a boss who can pause long enough to mentor you and assist you with priorities.

Too Many Demands 

Similarly, some bosses have too many people reporting to them, making it impossible for them to remember details related to each staff person’s work and what the problems are to offer guidance on. They might be great bosses simply spread too thin. You can easily help yourself here. Give your boss a break by feeding her updates on these topics regularly. Just give a concise, no-nonsense, objective progress report. Think of it as an “elevator meeting.” You have two minutes on the elevator with your boss to provide keen insights, discuss how you’re handling obstacles, and give a relevant summary of progress. Your boss will appreciate it.

Warm and Fuzzy—Not 

Some bosses may also simply lack people skills. Companies whose success rests on innovation place enormous value on people who can solve technical problems. They have amazing IQs. Despite all that intellect, they lack the ability to manage people and rarely get the training they need to become better managers. Hence, management is populated by people who are brilliant but managerially inept. Whenever an organization values technical competence so disproportionately over leadership and communication abilities, disaster looms. Eventually, tensions will mount until a crisis explodes, wreaking havoc on an organization and its most talented people.

For example, Phil took over as the general manager of a chain of retail stores after an extensive interview process with the owner and the owner’s business coach. Phil was warned that the boss— although a technical expert—had “poor people skills” and needed help in that area. Despite that admonition, Phil took the job and spent his first three weeks on the job doing low-level tasks. He didn’t spend even a single hour with the owner. There was no “welcome to the company” lunch, no kick-off meeting or significant orientation beyond what every new employee received from human resources. Phil had no idea what he was really supposed to do, how success would be measured, or what the long-term strategy for the company was. He busied himself doing tasks that really should not have been his job, but they occupied his time, and he was grateful. Finally, with no interaction forthcoming from the owner, Phil decided to leave. He wanted a boss with better management skills. He wanted to learn from someone. He also wanted feedback about how he was doing, where they were headed, and more. He wanted a relationship with his boss.
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